Introduction
Within the field of qualitative research it is widely recognised that there is no single uniform manner for representing consumer experiences. For example the emit/etic debate continues for ethnographers and phenomenologists, while Glaser's``emergent'' theory versus Strauss's formalised coding remains a bone of contention for grounded theorists. However, possibly the most extreme and vociferously debated arguments stem from those who hold polarised positions on the nature of postmodernism and the role of scientific enquiry. This paper looks at some of the controversies and paradoxes inherent in the debate over postmodern theory and research, with a particular emphasis on consumer behaviour. It begins with a brief overview of the nature of postmodern society, also referred to as consumer society (Baudrillard, 1988) . The paper then proceeds to examine two different perspectives on the postmodern consumer which, depending on the researcher's affiliation, will reflect the context and theoretical representation of the behaviour under study. The final part of the paper examines the nature of research and theory building from a postmodern viewpoint and summarises the arguments for and against adopting the position in relation to knowledge construction.
Contextualising the postmodern
Many researchers are drawn to postmodernism due to its interdisciplinary nature which allows for the crossing of theoretical boundaries and a potentially richer and less blinkered view of the consumer (Miles, 1999) . However, the concept of postmodernism itself is an amorphous and contentious issue over which there is little cohesion or consensus regarding definitions, origins and applications. According to Denzin (1993, p. 507) it is a``slippery term with no clear referents'', while argue for the term``postmodernisms'' to be used in order to reflect the pluralistic essence of this intellectual movement.
At its heart, postmodernism's philosophical roots lie in the poststructuralist rejection and denial of the possibility of absolute``truths'' and a questioning of Western metaphysics with its perceived aim of defining, naming, and knowing the world. One common property of postmodernism is the claim that if modernity had a particular essence, it was a belief in rational advancement through increments of perpetual improvement, the foundations of which lay in the age of`e nlightenment'', the Renaissance, with its shift from the mythical superstitious framework of the pre-enlightened period (Walsh, 1992) . Modernism saw the development of metanarratives, statements which implied rigid objectivism and an ultimate, thorough analysis of the world from a``scientific'' and rational perspective (Lyotard, 1984) . Accordingly, Darwin, Marx and Freud are all symbolic of the``modern'' era with their attempts to empirically explain social phenomena through a general theory of universals (Bertens, 1995) . Vattimo (1992) suggests that the main aim of modernity was to present a society that was``transparent'' to its members as structured and understandable. This, he suggests, is impossible in reality, as all structures are chaotic and confusing.
Essentially, the idea of postmodernism rests on the proposition that we have entered a new phase or epoch, a post-industrial age characterised by schizophrenic modes of space and time (Harvey, 1989) . It is a concept that distinguishes between evolutionary stages and thresholds, which mark each particular new era. As such, modernity, as much as feudalism, is a cultural construct based on specific conditions, with a historical limit (Foster, 1990) .
Significantly, postmodern society is one that is dominated by the media (Venkatesh, 1992) . It is also a society filled with spectacle (Debord, 1967) , hyperreality (Eco, 1987) , and consumption (Baudrillard, 1988) . However, there remain tensions in how the consumer is conceptualised and ultimately represented. According to Lash (1990) , postmodernism is often the subject of aesthetic and moral discourse but it is seldom the subject of serious, systematic sociological analysis. He further claims that any real value to be gained from the concept can only be obtained by applying it to the realm of culture rather than interpreting it as a defining societal condition such as capitalism. Connor (1995, p.184) proposes that in the realm of popular culture, in which consumption is a driving force:
. . . the post modern condition is not a set of symptoms that are simply present in a body of sociological textual evidence, but a complex effect of the relationship between social practice and the theory that organises, interprets and legitimises its form.
Representing the postmodern consumer
Essentially it may be argued that representing the postmodern consumer is a two-sided debate. At the extremes, the first position views society as dystopian and alienating, with fragmented consumers seeking compensation through the consumption of signs, spectacles, and the superficial, a position that is particularly associated with the work of Baudrillard (1988) and Jameson (1990) . In line with this view, particular attention has been paid to the nature of the individual, the alienating effects of society (Yalom, 1980) , and the search for identity, or a meaningful self (Wiley, 1994) . In essence, there is a depthlessness, and a focus on a superficial and surface``reality'' (Eco, 1987; Jameson, 1990) in a world mediated by simulation and hyperreal experiences (Baudrillard, 1983) . According to this dystopic, nihilistic position, the postmodern condition is characterised by identity confusion (Kellner, 1995) and the fragmentation of``self'' (Gabriel and Lang, 1995; Jameson, 1990; Strauss, 1997) . On the one hand, those who have been stripped of role and identity constitute Cushman's (1990) ``empty self''; on the other, individuals whose lives have become crowded by the pressures of work and invaded by new technologies such as mobile phones, e-mail, and faxes, are suffering what Gergen (1991) describes as personal saturation. The human being that emerges is confronted with endless choices which in turn leads to confusion over multiple roles and responsibilities, or what Gergen (1991) refers to as``multiphrenia''. Ultimately, this position represents a pessimistic view of a decentred alienated subject, and frames any subsequent theoretical representations of the contemporary consumer.
Conversely, within the field of consumer research there is growing acceptance of the notion of postmodernism as a liberatory force , with fragmentation central to the experience (Brown, 1995; Firat and Shultz, 1997; .
Fragmentation consists primarily of a series of interrelated ideas: the fragmentation of markets into smaller and smaller segments, and therefore the proliferation of a greater number of products to serve the increasing number of segments. Added to this is the fragmentation and concurrent proliferation of the media; and the fragmentation of``life, experience, society and metanarratives'' . As the traditional institutions which formally provided the basis of identity disintegrate, consumption as a means of constructing and expressing identity becomes ever more dominant. Lee (1993) traces the rise in postmodern thinking about culture up until the mid-1980s, the decade where the image attained an unprecedented importance. Along with changes in technology and the media there was a greater emphasis on style, packaging, the aesthetic form and the``look''. The 1980s also saw the rise of new social groupings such as thè`y uppie'', the``career woman'',``the new man'' and the``lager lout''. At the centre of all of these was consumption. Consequently, the postmodern self is characterised as homo consumericus``a creature defined by consumption and experiences derived therefrom'' (Firat and Shultz, 1997, p. 193) .
Consumption therefore becomes a means through which individuals can creatively construct and express the multitude of identities that are open to them . go on to argue that the individual is free to experience the height of emotional peaks without connecting the experience to a logical and unitary state of being.
However, realistically, there are signs of both alienation and liberation, evident in everyday life. One is never (or rarely) totally alienated and manipulated, but at the same time,``liberation'' comes with its consequences. Moreover Miles (1999) draws attention to the fact that identities may indeed be fluid, but consumers may actually use consumption as a means of introducing some sense of stability into an unstable world. Clearly the argument is far from being resolved, and it is fair to say that the theoretical position adopted by the researcher will influence how the consumer is represented. Those who adhere to the dystopian view may well look for signs of alienation, media saturation, and the manipulation of consumers trapped and surrounded by a vicious myriad of freefloating signifiers, devoid of any real referents and meaning, their sole purpose being to stimulate created wants and desires. On the other hand, those who support the notion of the liberated consumer will look for symbolically rich patterns of creative selfexpression and identity construction. Bertens (1995) , for example, provides an interesting contrast between the work and theories of Baudrillard and Rorty. Baudrillard's later writings are accused of exhibiting``all the worse habits of poststructuralism: a contempt for facts and definitions, a style that is equally reluctant to give concessions to the demands of the concrete, and a grand vision that develops distinctly metaphysical overtones'' (Bertens, 1995, p. 144) , while Rorty is attributed with taking a``homely and commonsense stance'' and being one of the most optimistic (if somewhat naõ Ève) of all the postmodern theorists (Bertens, 1995, p. 144) . Nonetheless, although there are clearly two different perspectives on the nature of the postmodern experience, to juxtapose them simply as opposites would be to adopt a modernist strategy of classification into aǹ`e ither''``or''. Conversely, maybe a more realistic focus would be to look for both. We cannot deny the influence of the media and the growth in technology, although for some this may constitute a form of entrapment, while for others it may represent freedom of choice, access to information and greater flexibility. Nonetheless, in keeping with the postmodern spirit, it would make more sense to examine each specific context and to look for localised theories which give rich, critical and meaningful insights into contemporary consumer experiences.
Undeniably, postmodern theories have offered insightful explanations of cultural phenomena. They have also proved useful in terms of providing a critical perspective on the role of marketing theory and practice (Brown, 1994 (Brown, , 1996 and in particular consumer research Holbrook, 1995; Holt, 1997; Joy and Venkatesh, 1994) . For example, Brown (1995 Brown ( , 1998 examines the concept of postmodern marketing in two volumes dedicated to this critical perspective. Indeed it is fair to say that there is a large and growing literature evolving from the disciplines of management (Cutler, 2000) , organisations (Feldman, 1998; Hassard, 1993 Hassard, , 1994 , and consumer studies , which is continuing to fuel a healthy debate. However, just as there is a dichotomy of thinking with respect to the postmodern consumer, there is also a conflict with regard to the nature of theory generation, epistemological issues, and methodological procedures for developing insights into contemporary experiences.
Postmodernism and the role of theory
If we accept the postmodern position regarding the nature of truth, and the dismissal of grand metanarratives, we have to question the place of research, theory, and methods of representing consumer experiences. One of the key factors that distinguishes positivism, and indeed interpretivism from postmodernism, is the nature of theory. According to Annells (1996, p. 389 
):
Positivism and postpositivist approaches to theory construction have been, and continue to be, a focus of postmodernist challenge. Specifically challenged is the notion that the enquirer can stand removed from text during the enquiry process and objectively capture``truth'' for encapsulation in a theory aiming for prediction and control.
Annells goes on to argue that:
For postmodernism, theory construction is a dubious activity and especially problematic in the relationship to legitimate when qualitative research evaluation criteria are merely reclothed or reconceptualized positivist notions of reliability, validity, and generalizability. Postmodern researchers are not concerned about the``truth'' of their research product but rather the pragmatic applicability of their results (Annells, 1996, p. 391) .
Certainly postmodernism does appear to offer an alternative view of the social world and it is possibly a matter of philosophy and the nature of knowledge claims that distinguishes the paradigm from other perspectives. There are many critics of postmodernism who see it as anti-establishment, anarchic, nihilistic, openly antagonistic and fatalistic, and as such condemn it outright. Its image is possibly not helped by the fact that there are also those of a postmodern persuasion who adopt an extremist position and decry any attempts at scientific discovery (Norris, 1991) . This however, is not necessarily the norm. Rule (1995) argues that postmodernism appeals to those distrustful of natural science models of enquiry who are attracted to literary and interpretive approaches to the study of social order. Postmodernists hold that modernism and its accompanying doctrines has become too narrow, dogmatic and unidimensional in its philosophy. Accordingly, it is incapable of tapping into the richness of human experience, regards the social order as transparent, and deals only with surface realities and simple solutions. In other words, modernism has come to represent a limiting view of the consumer as merely a cognitive agent . Harvey (1992) goes on to argue that societal changes are so great that we cannot hope to fully articulate them. This aspect of postmodernism is one that acts as a guiding principle for the activities of the deconstructionists with their suspicion of any narrative that aspires to coherence or bears any resemblance to meta-theory (Feldman, 1998; Harvey, 1992) . Nevertheless, in this drive to challenge all basic propositions, knowledge is reduced to a collection of dislocated``signifiers'' in a freewheeling denial of the complexities of the world (Harvey, 1992, p. 350) . Such an approach:
. . . rejects the enlightenment tradition, challenging global all encompassing world views. It reduces Marxism, Christianity and capitalism to the same order, dismissing them as logocentric, transcendental, totalising meta narratives that anticipate all questions and provide predetermined answers . . . All such systems rest on assumptions no more certain than witchcraft and superstition (Rosenau, 1992, p. 6). However, while this is an extremist view, it is not necessarily a solid constant of postmodernism. According to Firat and Venkatesh (1995, p. 240): . . . modernism has marginalized the life world. The post modern quest is therefore tò`r e-enchant'' human life and liberate the consumer from a repressive rational scheme . . . modernism reduces the world into simple dichotomous categories of producer/consumer, male/female and so on. Postmodernism regards these dichotomies as unsuccessful historical attempts to legitimise partial truths.
Nonetheless, Miles (1999, p. 146 ) provides a convincing argument against the current preoccupation with the debate about postmodernism at the expense of thè`f oremost priority which should be the effective and situated study of consumers and consumption''. He goes on to say that`p ostmodernism should not represent a creed or club to which you either do or do not belong, but rather a resource which consumer researchers tap into as a means of sharpening their insights as to what it is to be a consumer'' (Miles, 1999, pp. 146-7) . Holbrook and Hirschman (1993) further articulate the importance of postmodernist interpretivist approaches to the study of consumer behaviour, and point to the need to remind business scholars that those engaged in the humanities are human, and those engaged in the social sciences are social. This is essential if we consider that central to postmodern thinking are the influences of culture, language, aesthetics, narratives, symbolic modes and literary expressions. All of these are considered secondary to economy, science, analytical constructs and concrete objectifications by those who hold a modernist position (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1993) . With regard to process, modernism concerns itself with progression, order and harmony, processes that are considered illusionary by postmodernists who hold that the micro practices of everyday life, discontinuities, pluralities, change and instabilities better define the human condition. Furthermore, postmodernism rejects rigid interdisciplinary boundaries and is eclectic in thought and practice. It accepts the possibility that several theories which may conflict, can still have a legitimate place in social discourse. In sum, postmodernists view all knowledge as a construction of one sort or another, and the product of language and discourse. As such they contend there can be no``ultimate'' truth . In theory this should offer tremendous opportunity for representing consumer experiences in a rich and vivid manner, drawing upon a wide array of techniques to illustrate the phenomenon. However, Miles (1999) points to the seductive nature of postmodern rhetoric which can result in an over exaggeration of social change and lifestyles, which say more about the state of academia than the realities of consumption experiences.
Taking a more reactionary view, Parker (1995) proposes that postmodernism is dangerous and no project can best be served by giving up on all notions of truth and progress. Furthermore, he claims, we do not need the label of postmodernism to be humble about truth claims. Today it is a generally accepted fact that we cannot`k now'' all that there is to know, and we cannot predict with absolute accuracy. However, postmodernism is premised on continually exposing contradictions at the heart of metanarratives, and he asks the question: where does this take us? According to his interpretation, the postmodern perspective is limited to the analysis of language, metaphor and discourse as the constructs that shape our world, and these in themselves have their limitations. Indeed the danger may lie in postmodernists' mission to critique, which may lead to distortion and confusion, rather than postmodernism's pretentions to``liberate'' consumer researchers. Ultimately, postmodernism may actually enslave rather than free the researcher, if the cultural patterns it seeks to describe are actually embroiled in the critical discourse of academic theory rather than the cultural realities of everyday lived experience (Miles, 1999) .
On the subject of theory generation, Rule (1995) suggests that the problem with adopting postmodernism as an approach is that it leaves little room for the systematic study of social life, as there are no rules or norms to guide enquiry, no overall validity, no basis for truth and no causality or responsibility. As such,``sceptical'' postmodernists abandon the mission of research as a futile exercise (Rosenau, 1992) . Norris (1991) , on the other hand, maintains that postmodernists use theory as a pretext for avoiding any serious engagement with real world historical events. However, those who reject such an extremist philosophy,`a ffirmative'' postmodernists (Rosenau, 1992) , still hold out hope for a framework for the analysis of political doctrine, and social values. Thompson (1993, p. 332) adheres to this latter position, proposing that while:
. . . modernists have always been suspicious of`i nterpretation'' postmodernists have been equally suspicious of claims to``objective'' truth because they often betray an implicit failure to recognise the socio-cultural underpinnings of scientific understanding. Accordingly, the postmodern concern is not whether theoretical concepts refer to reality, rather it is how theoretical narratives frame understandings and the socio-cultural effects that derive from these narratives. argue that the true nature of postmodernism is the construction of a cultural and philosophical space that is both human and sensible. It is a space that is local and particular rather than universal, acknowledges subject-centred experiences, multitudes of``truths'', and attributes equal status to the role of narratives, discourse, aesthetics and cultural concerns. For example, Harvey (1992) maintains that space and time are basic categories of human experience, yet we rarely debate their meaning. We record the passage of time in hours, minutes, months and years, as if everything has its place on a single objective time scale. Space gets treated like a fact of nature with common sense everyday meaning. It has direction, area, shape, pattern, volume and distance. However, space is a subjective experience that can take us into the realms of perception, imagination, fiction and fantasy which produce mental spaces and maps as so many mirages of the supposedly``real'' thing.
According to Thompson (1993) , such alternatives to the established paradigms of viewing and analysing the world constitute a threat to the order of logo-centric rationality, and its procedures for establishing truth. The result of this is a fear that such alternatives will somehow induce the demise of meaning, knowledge, morality and science. On this subject Firat and Venkatesh (1995, p. 260) argue that such fears are based on unwarranted alarmism. They sum it up concisely in their defence of such accusations:
Postmodernists do not advocate the abandonment of``scientific'' procedures, nothing in postmodernism suggests such a move. Postmodernism simply argues that scientific knowledge should not relentlessly peruse universal knowledge. Translated into the field of consumer research, it means that we must opt for multiple theories of consumer behaviour rather than a single theory that silences all other theories. In addition, we should expand the notion of what a theory is to accommodate different kinds of conjecture and not get bogged down in the correspondence theory of truth . . . the joys of doing research must be found not in the pursuit of a holy grail of singular knowledge but in capturing many exploratory moments. Postmodernism is not post science, only post universal science.
Discussion
It would appear, from looking at the various arguments, that the most damaging legacy of the relationship between postmodernism and consumption is the neglect by postmodern consumer researchers of data driven research, the result of which is a mindset that prefers abstraction and introspection to theoretical and data driven insights (Miles, 1999) . Miles advocates a more sober approach to forms of postmodern consumption which should be as flexible as the patterns it attempts to describe. Essentially, it should be data driven and grounded in reality. However, this is not to say that the only data should stem from the words of the informants, or from carefully recorded observational analysis. Indeed to reiterate a former point, the appeal of postmodernism rests in it cutting a swathe across disciplinary boundaries (Zaltman, 1996) . Indeed this is starting to occur within the field of consumer research, evident in the work of, for example, Schouten and McAlexander's (1995) ethnographic exploration of the new biker culture in the USA. In this study a specific subculture is investigated and interpreted, drawing on theory from sociology, cultural studies and consumer research, to re-contextualise the behaviour of the participants within a broader framework than the neo-Marxist model within which most subcultural studies have traditionally been located. Other examples, which would not normally be considered the domain of marketing include Hill's (1991) account of homeless women and the meaning of special possessions, and Goulding et al.'s (2002) interdisciplinary study of contemporary dance culture and identity fragmentation. Conversely, Brown (1998) discusses the contribution of literary theory to the analysis of advertising text, drawing upon the work of such acclaimed literary greats as Bakhtin to deconstruct the mid-1990s Moe Èt and Chandon advertisement. However, other forms of information may also act as data. For example music (Holbrook, 1990) , television programmes (Holbrook, 1993) , fantasies (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) and film (Hirschman, 1993) , may all have something to say and contribute. As the landscape of research expands and evolves, consumer researchers are faced with challenges and opportunities, and perhaps the biggest one, given the requirements of reviewers, is to break free of the restraints, and use postmodernism as it should be used, to centre experiences, create meaningful pictures and broaden the debate about consumption in the early twenty-first century.
